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Exploring Native Graphic Design
Activism & Design       By Neebinnaukzhik Southall

You can’t be an Aboriginal artist and not be political…  The fact that 
we’re still here, surviving and thriving now, is already political.
      — Ian Campeau aka DJ NDN (Nipissing First Nation), A Tribe Called Red

NOT COINCIDENTALLY, a 
fair portion of design created 
by Native peoples has been of 
social, political, and activist 

natures. Pushing against the ongoing 
oppressive presence of colonialism 
and forced assimilation, many designs 
proudly state identity and assert Native 
existence, advocate for Indigenous 
rights and sovereignty (treaty, civil, 
land, fishing, religious, and so forth), 
highlight issues and disparities affecting 
Native peoples, express Native solidarity; 
and otherwise provide counterpoints to 
colonial narratives. Design has frequently 
been used as a vehicle to give voice to 
Indigenous people, often practiced in 
association with Native struggles. At 
times radical in nature, it reflects the 
circumstances in which work was created.

I do not necessarily agree with all of the 
beliefs or actions of the organizations, 
movements, and individuals mentioned in 
this article, but rather intend to highlight 
their respective designs for the purposes of 
education.

The iconic American Indian Movement 
logo, which features an amalgamation of 
a face in profile with a hand held in a V 
sign (the two fingers suggest feathers), 
was designed by Anishinaabe Steve 
Blake when he was just 13 years old. 
Steve Blake, called Giwedin-O-Ginew 
(Northern Eagle) was Bear Clan of the 
Red Lake Nation of Minnesota. His father 
was from Red Lake while his mother was 
from White Earth. Blake was an artist 
and activist grounded in Ojibwe tradition. 
He sketched AIM activity when he was 
a young person in the ‘60s and ‘70s, 
designed a pin for AIM, and later became 
the chairman of the Twin Cities chapter 
of AIM. He passed away at age 51 on 
September 3, 2008.

Louis Karoniaktajeh Hall (1918–1993), 

a Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) from 
Kahnawake (near Montreal, Quebec), was 
an artist whose work is characterized by 
its charged political content and themes 
of Indigenous power. He painted and 
illustrated numerous works, which often 
included text—one notable example being 
Red Man’s Great International Warrior 
Society, a poster that he created for AIM. 
Hall was also responsible for the imagery 
of a series of similar well-known flags. His 
initial design, named the Unity Flag, was 
intended to bring together and represent all 
Native nations and features the head of a 
long-haired Native man wearing a feather 
in profile against a sunburst. A subsequent 
version was reworked for the Mohawk 
Warrior Society, resulting in the Warrior 
Flag, featuring a Mohawk man in profile 
wearing a scalplock. In an effort to be 

inclusive, Louis created another rendition 
of the Unity/Warrior flag, featuring a 
Native woman’s profile alongside a man’s. 

During the Occupy movement, 
several posters arrived on the scene to 
offer critical, contrasting Indigenous 
viewpoints. Two such posters include 
Decolonize the 99% (by Ernesto Yerena, 
Sandra Castro, Orlando Arenas, and 
Richard Lopez), and Oakland is Occupied 
Ohlone Land (by Xicana activist-
artist Melanie Cervantes of Dignidad 
Rebelde). Dignidad Rebelde, which is 
a collaborative creative effort between 
Melanie and her partner Jesus Barraza, 
has focused on a number of social 
issues affecting and involving people of 
Indigenous descent, including Idle No 
More, the occupation of Alcatraz, and 
the need for immigration reform, which 
is a strong theme in their work. The 
group tends to advocate for Indigenous 
solidarity and sovereignty, as is seen in 
Jesus Barraza’s poster entitled Indian 
Land, featuring North and South America 
alongside the text. With that in mind, 
not to be overlooked is the proliferation 
of political and activist design in Latin 
America, frequently involving subjects of 
Indigenous descent. For those interested 
in exploring the subject, check out 
Latin American Posters, edited by Russ 
Davidson, which covers four decades of 
political posters in Latin America.

The ongoing Idle No More movement, 
which has spread from its initial First 
Nations origins in Canada to the rest 
of North America and amazingly even 
across the world, has carried iconic 
design and artwork with it, notably 
designs by Dwayne Bird (Ojibwe-
Cree) and Andy Everson (K’omoks-
Kwakwaka’wakw), which have come to 
represent the movement. Interestingly, 
their designs rapidly spread throughout 
social media and were even formatted in 
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such a way to be used as profile pictures 
and cover photos. Their designs have 
served as a rallying cry, generating 
awareness and mobilizing people to stand 
up for Native and environmental rights.

Klee Benally (Diné) is an individual 
whose activism permeates his life and 
design work. For one, Klee has tackled 
Native issues within his punk-influenced 
band Blackfire along with his two 
siblings, Jeneda and Clayson, and creates 
the design work for the band as well. 
His activist stance doesn’t stop with the 
band, however. He also designs as part of 
Indigenous Action Media, which provides 
“strategic media support and direct action 
to address issues impacting Indigenous 
communities” and has supported an 
impressive list of Indigenous causes 
and organizations, many of which Klee 
has produced designs for, such as Stop 

Uranium Mining and Protect the Peaks/
Save the Peaks. Klee, who is also the 
Project Coordinator for Indigenous 
Action Media, has risked himself while 
protesting against the desecration of the 
San Francisco Peaks in Arizona, sacred to 
many of the tribes in the area. A notable 
project he has been involved with is Outta 
Your Backpack Media, which empowers 
Native youth to speak for themselves 
via media, by providing workshops and 
resources.

The Save Wįyąbi Project, founded by 
Lauren Chief Elk and Jessa Rae Growing 
Thunder, both Assiniboine women, is 
a social media project that advocates 
on behalf of Native Women affected 
by violence and sexual assault raising 
awareness and creating a supportive 
atmosphere for survivors. The name 
Wįyąbi means women in Assiniboine. 
Save Wįyąbi’s efforts drew attention to the 
need for the reauthorization of Violence 
Against Women Act, stressing for legal 
provisions to protect Native women, 
who are disproportionately at risk for 
sexual assault and domestic violence. 
Bold imagery surfaced in their efforts, 
with Save Wįyąbi’s release of several 
photographs of Native women with words 
such as Strong, Save, Empower, Fight, 
and Honor painted in red on their bodies. 
Jessa Rae Growing Thunder came up with 
the concept in a dream. (There was also 
a photograph of a Native man with the 
word “Protect” on his body, alongside 
a woman with the word “Respect” on 
hers.) The text included with several of 
these photographs received an elegant, 
simple type/design treatment by designer 
Raymond Rivera (Fernandeño Tataviam 
Band of Mission Indians). These images 
provided strong statements and were 
widely shared online.

When it comes to the personal being 
political, wearing t-shirts is a popular 
vehicle for declaring beliefs, and 
this is no exception among Natives. 
Demockratees (www.demockratees.
com), headed by Ryan Red Corn (Osage), 
features a number of statement tees, 
including one juxtaposing “Vandalism” 
against a depiction of the Mount 
Rushmore National Memorial, making a 
pointed statement about the desecration 
of the Lakota sacred Black Hills. 
Through his clothing line OxDx, Jared 
Yazzie (Navajo) created a t-shirt design 

emblazoned with the words “Native 
Americans Discovered Columbus,” 
turning a familiar colonial narrative on 
its head. Other designs of Jared’s include 
“Water is Life” (touching on the water 
rights issues and environmental risks that 
Natives in the southwest are facing) and 
an Idle No More-inspired design.

Since we’re on the subject of t-shirts, 
last fall, Gap released an appallingly 
glib tee emblazoned with the phrase 
“Manifest Destiny,” leading to massive 
public outcry. Gregg Deal (Pyramid Lake 
Paiute) was one of the people who was 
troubled by the tee, and digitally mocked 
up some t-shirts of his own to lend some 

insight to the seriousness of the issue, 
which were similarly styled with the 
phrases: American Expansionism, Indian 
Removal, Forced Assimilation, American 
Imperialism, Romantic Nationalism, 
and Mass Genocide. Gregg’s dark, witty 
critique made its point and made its 
rounds on the blogosphere. (Thankfully, 
following widespread criticism, the Gap 
did end up pulling the shirt from their 
stores.)

Given the issues that Native people 
have faced and continue to face, the 
aforementioned designs are just a small 
sampling of activist efforts made by 
Indigenous people. I encourage readers 
to continue exploring the subject, and 
please, let me know what you find!




